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Hurston Goes to War: The Army Signal Corps in
Saint Augustine
by GORDON PATTERSON

I

n the fall of 1942, Zora Neale Hurston returned to Saint Augustine. She had come to “this city because it [was] a quiet place
to sit down and write.“1 By January 1943, she had moved to Daytona
Beach. Her brief stay in Saint Augustine was eventful. She finished
revising Dust Trucks on a Road and J. B. Lippincott published it in
November. Simultaneously, Hurston and Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings established a “close friendship. “2 Hurston’s relations, however,
were less cordial with William Gray, Jr., the newly appointed president of Florida Normal and Industrial Institute. She let it be known
that she considered Gray an “insignificant squirt” who happened to
be “president of one of the most insignificant schools in the
world.“3 Her criticisms increasingly focused on Gray’s treatment of
the African American students enrolled in the Fourth Army Signal
Corps program, located at Florida Normal.
Hurston’s attack on Gray’s leadership of Florida Normal and
his administration of the Signal Corps training program exemplified her long-standing appetite for controversy. In less than a
month she managed to turn a local dispute which revolved around
the quality of cafeteria food and dormitory overcrowding into an
indictment that reached the highest levels in the War Department.
That memorable feat alone was significant.
The Saint Augustine Signal Corps controversy, however, had
even greater ramifications. The dispute marked an important stage
in Hurston’s increasing estrangement from the leaders of the African American community. She was always an iconoclast, but in the
1930s her talent protected her from the consequences of her volcanic outbursts. The outbreak of World War II changed that. African
Gordon Patterson is Professor of Humanities, Florida Institute of Technology.
He would like to thank Dr. Gary Mormino for his assistance.
1. Zora Neale Hurston to Walter White, November 24, 1942, NAACP Papers, pt. 9,
ser. B, Discrimination in the U.S. Armed Forces. 1918-1955, Roll 12, 106. (Hereinafter NAACP Papers)
2. Robert Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston: A Literary Biography (Urbana, 1977), 295.
3. Hurston to White, November 24, 1942, NAACP Papers.
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American leaders campaigned for a “Double Victory”: the defeat of
fascism abroad and racism at home. Individuals like Walter White
and Roy Wilkins believed that African Americans must present a
unified front. Hurston refused to mute her criticisms. She attacked
prominent African Americans and expressed sympathy for the Japanese. By 1945, Hurston had succeeded in alienating most of the
“‘puhfessahs’principals, presidents and potentates” of what she
4
called the “Negro Begging Joints. “ An examination of this episode
offers insight into the reasons for the growing ambivalence many
African American intellectuals felt for Hurston in the 1940s and
1950s.
The controversy began on November 4, 1942, when Hurston
mailed a single page, type-written letter to Walter White, the executive secretary of the NAACP, whom she had known for more than
a decade. Hurston wrote:
Well, the Negroes have been bitched again! I mean this
Signal Corps school which the Govt. [sic] has set up here.
It would be more than worth your while to look into the
matter. Through pressure from you it was grudgingly
granted. Fisk, Hampton, and Tuskegee asked for it. But it
is stuck down here at the Florida Normal, a most insignificant school to begin with, and then there are inadequate
living quarters for the men. There was a walkout last week
from the dining-room on account of the continued poor
quality and quantity of the food.5
Hurston reported that the men’s “dissatisfaction is TREMENDOUS.” A few days earlier they had taken their complaints to Mrs.
Gray. When the men stated their grievances, Mrs. Gray, who managed the college’s cafeteria, answered, “I don’t like your attitude,
and your tone of voice is not respectful enough to Mrs. Dr. Gray.”
At this point, the president intervened and tried to bully the men
into apologizing to his wife. Four of them refused and were forced
to leave the campus. Hurston might have overlooked the Grays’ incompetence. Their vanity, however, was inexcusable since the trainees were “college men for the most part and represent the best
4. Zora Neale Hurston, “The Rise of the Begging Joints” American Mercury, March,
1945, 288.
5. Hurston to White, November 24, 1942, NAACP Papers.
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Negro families in America.” These “Negro men,” Hurston declared
are “. . . approaching the level of genius in the field of radio, whom
the mass of Negroes know nothing about, but would be proud to
hear of.” As for herself, Hurston claimed to be an innocent bystander. A handful of the men “sought me out to meet me as an author. Then, soon, they were telling me their troubles.” She
concluded:
It is awful, Walter. The Government, having been forced by
you to grant this Signal Corps to Negroes, dumped it in
this little hole, and felt that your mouth was stopped. Remember that this is the ONLY one for Negroes in the U.S.,
though the whites have several. I feel that the whole body
of Negroes are being insulted and mocked. Please send
someone to look into things.6
Hurston raised two issues in her letter to Walter White. The
first centered on William Gray’s administrative incompetence. The
second pointed towards a theme to which Hurston returned repeatedly in the 1940s and 1950s. She believed that American blacks
could succeed because of their individual genius and personal discipline. African American leaders like Walter White and Roy
Wilkins would have agreed with Hurston if she had stopped there.
Hurston, however, refused to limit her criticisms of the Jim Crow
system to whites. She charged that black Americans bore considerable responsibility for maintaining “the pet Negro system.“7
Black leaders had long called for improvement of the military’s
treatment of blacks. In 1931, Walter White had declared his “most
earnest desire that Negro and white soldiers receive the same treatment and the same consideration.“8 Nine years passed before the
Department of War acknowledged that it was necessary to “correct
flaws” in the country’s Protective Mobilization Plans.9 In 1940, the
War Department Organization and Training Division (G-3) recommended that the uniformed services immediately expand opportunities for African Americans. G-3’s stated goal was to achieve a

6. Ibid.
7. Zora Neale Hurston, “The ‘Pet Negro’System,” American Mercury, May, 1943,
593-600.
8. Quoted in Ulysses Lee, The Employment of Negro Troops (Washington, 1966), 26.
9. Ibid., 46.
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“reasonable proportion of Negroes” in the military. It planned to
create special Jim Crow units which would parallel white regiments. There were exceptions. Both the Army Air Corps and the
Signal Corps were exempted from G-3’s new manpower policy.
This provoked an internal debate within the War Department that
pitted G-3 against the Personnel Division and War Plans Division.
“It is neither desireable [sic] nor practical,” an internal War Plans
Division memorandum declared, “IN A MAJOR MOBILIZATION
to exclude Negro manpower per se from any Arm or Service. Furthermore, it is the opinion of this division that Negro manpower
can be successfully employed in some capacities in both the Air
Corps and Signal Corps as it is in the other Arms and Services . . .“10
During the next 18 months, planners in the War Department
wrestled with the issue of admitting black Americans to the prestigious Air and Signal Corps training programs. In 1941, the Air
Corps reluctantly agreed to open a program to train African American pursuit pilots. Major General Henry H. Arnold, Chief of the
Army Air Corps, voiced his opposition to the program because it
“would result in having Negro officers serving over white enlisted
men. This would create an impossible social problem.“11 As an alternative, General Arnold ordered that a completely separate facility for African American fliers be established at Tuskegee,
Alabama. The Tuskegee program was forty miles away from the
Maxwell Field program for white officers. Walter White and the
NAACP had “vigorously opposed” the Air Corps Jim Crow solution.
White objected to the Tuskegee Air Corps Flying School because it
further entrenched the policy of segregation in the services.
The Signal Corps, however, succeeded in preventing the admission of Negroes into its training programs throughout 1940 and
1941. In January 1942, the Signal Corps leadership justified its opposition to African American trainees on technical grounds. Perhaps blacks could fly airplanes, but “relatively few, if any Negroes
could meet its standards for assignment to tactical Signal Corps
units.“12 The establishment of the Tuskegee Air Corps Flying
10. Memo, WPD for G-3 June 1940, Tab H to G-3/6541-527 as quoted in Lee, Negro
Troops, 46.
11. Memo, CofAC for G-3, May 31, 1940, sub: Employment of Negro Personnel in
Air Corps Units, G3/6541-Gen-527 as quoted in Morris J. MacGregor, Jr, Integration of the Armed Forces: 1940-1965 (Washington, 1981), 27.
12. Memo OCSigO for G-3, January 27, 1942, OCSigO 210.31 Gen, as quoted in
Lee, Negro Troops, 207.

https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol74/iss2/7

4

Patterson: Hurston Goes to War: The Army Signal Corps in Saint Augustine

170

F LORIDA H ISTORICAL QUARTERLY

School and America’s entry into world War II forced the Signal
Corps to modify its policy. In the spring of 1942, the Signal Corps
informed G-3 that the Fourth Service Command of the United
States Army would launch a Signal Corps Civilian Training program on the campus of Florida Normal and Industrial Institute in
St. Augustine, Florida.
The selection of Florida Normal for its training program reflected the Signal Corps leadership’s continued effort to limit the
number of blacks admitted to the Corps. Hurston noted in her letter to White that “Fisk, Hampton, and Tuskegee asked for it.“13 The
Signal Corps had “grudgingly” agreed to the program. Placing it
“at the Florida Normal, a most insignificant school,” was an invitation to failure. Hurston felt that Florida Normal was ill-suited for
this program.
Florida Normal was a small, black school founded in 1892
when two rival Baptist groups decided to form a single school. Between 1896 and 1941, Nathan White Collier led the school. In
1942, the school’s trustees chose William Gray, Jr., “a young educator from Louisiana” as the college’s new president.14 At thirty-one,
Gray had little experience to prepare him for resolving the substantial problems facing Florida Normal. Enrollments had declined.
New sources of income had to be found if the school was to survive.
The Fourth Service Command’s decision to locate the Signal Corps
Civilian Training Depot at Florida Normal was a godsend.
The Signal Corps established extraordinarily stringent admission standards for the program. On July 1, 1942, the St. Augustine
Record published an article listing the program’s admissions criteria. Candidates for the thirteen week course were required to meet
one of seven qualifications.
They were:
a license to operate amateur radio station, if the trainee
had built sets; or,
six months of full time paid experience in technical radio work; or,
a one year residence vocational course in electricity or
radio repair work; or,
13. Hurston to White, November 24, 1942, NAACP Papers.
14. E. S. Sparks, “A History of Florida Memorial College”, March 29, 1979, 7. St.
Augustine Historical Society Research Library, Vertical File.
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a six months resident technical course in a radio school;
or,

satisfactory completion of one year of college physics
which must include electrical laboratory; or,
a United States sponsored Engineering Defense Training Course in telephone or radio work; or,
satisfactory completion of Mechanic Learner (Radio)
course.15
The program was open to both men and women. Apparently,
the Signal Corps decided that if it was going to be forced to admit
blacks into its training programs it might as well allow women. The
stringent entrance requirements limited the number of African
American applicants.
Ten days before Hurston wrote Walter White, the Pittsburgh
Courier published a detailed article describing the Signal Corps
program in St. Augustine. Lucius Clay reported that the War Department had allocated $500,000 dollars for the training facility.
“The general objective of the program,” William Gray, Jr., told the
Courier reporter, “was to prepare civilians for assistance in installation, maintenance, and operation of all communication systems
used by the army— visual and aural, including radio, telephone,
telegraph, and motion pictures.“16 Gray boasted that a large number of the trainees were “erstwhile athletic celebrities” whose alma
maters included colleges and universities such as Hampton, Willberforce, Claion, Wiley, Allen Normal, Atlanta University, Florida A
& M, Prairie View, and Alabama State. In an effort to attract more
applicants, Gray declared at the interview’s conclusion that “Negro
men are not taking full advantage of the various war training
courses despite the fact that the trainees are paid to learn. He expressed a keen hope that “our boys will take to this golden opportunity before it is too late.“17
Gray’s interview appeared in the Pittsburgh Courier on Saturday,
November 14. Ten days later Hurston wrote her letter to White.
Her timing was good. "Your letter,” White wrote on November 27,
“telling of the conditions at the Signal Corps School at Florida Nor15. St. Augustine Record, July 16, 1942.
16. Lucius Clay, “Signal Corps is Establishing a Program at Florida Normal Worth
500,000 Dollars,” Pittsburgh Courier, November 4, 1942, 8.
17. Clay, “Signal Corps”, 8.
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mal, St. Augustine, came just as our special counsel, Mr. Prentice
Thomas, was about to leave for Tampa, Florida, in connection with
the teachers’ salary case. I have asked him to stop by St. Augustine
and investigate the conditions of which you speak.“18 Prentice
Thomas confirmed in a separate letter that he would stop at Florida Normal on his way to Tampa. He expected to reach St. Augustine “about the 30th of the month.“19
On Saturday, November 28, while Thomas was traveling southward, the Pittsburgh Courier published a second article describing
the Signal Corps training program at Florida Normal. According to
Lucius Jones, Gray was using the War Department’s funds to pay
for the “instruction equipment, materials and maintenance.” He
had appointed Theodore Briggs supervisor of instruction and assembled a staff of 14 administrative and faculty workers to operate
the Signal Corps Training Depot.20 Jones reported that the majority
of the 108 trainees came from four states: Florida (43), Texas (24),
North Carolina (17), and Georgia (11). Only one of the Florida
trainees was from St. Augustine.21
When Thomas arrived in St. Augustine, the school was just finishing its homecoming celebration.22 He used his whistle stop visit
to investigate Hurston’s charges, meeting with Hurston, students,
faculty, and President Gray. On December 7, 1942, he mailed
Walter White a seven paragraph memorandum detailing his findings. He addressed each of the three specific charges that Hurston
had made against William Gray’s competence. “Approximately 140
men,” Thomas reported, “are enrolled. From the time the first enrollee appeared upon campus there has been trouble. Several men
moved off the campus immediately. Their reason for moving was
that four men were placed in a small room together.” Those that re18. Walter White to Hurston, November 27, 1942, NAACP Papers, Roll 12, 104.
Beginning in the 1930s, Thurgood Marshall and other members of the
NAACP’s Legal Defense Fund visited Florida frequently. Marshall and his associates helped initiate a number of lawsuits in Brevard, Hillsborough, Escambia,
and Dade counties to test the constitutionality and fairness of inequitable funding for teacher salaries. Thomas’s trip to Tampa was to gather information for
one of those cases.
19. Prentice Thomas to Hurston, November 27, 1942, NAACP Papers, Roll 12, 103.
20. Lucius Jones, “Finds Trainees in U.S. Signal Corps largely from Deep South”,
Pittsburgh Courier, November 28, 1942, 2.
21. “One Local Negro Youth Enrolled at Signal Corps Depot,” St. Augustine Record,
October 1, 1942, 4.
22. “Eugenia Bell Crowned, ‘Miss Florida Normal’,” Pittsburgh Courier, November
28, 1942.
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mained on campus were forced to live in rooms with insufficient
furniture. Worse yet, the “plumbing where the men are housed was
out of repair for a month after the school began and it was impossible to get hot water.“23
Florida Normal’s dilapidated physical plant, inadequate facilities, and overcrowded dormitories were the result of the school’s
“financial difficulties.” Thomas concluded matter-of-factly, “When
the program in radio training began, the school was not fully prepared to receive the men.” The new president had made matters
worse. Thomas reported that Gray was “a very unpopular man and
it would appear that he does not have the full cooperation and confidence of his faculty members.“24
The cafeteria’s poor food proved to be the “last straw.” Gray
had given his wife responsibility for Florida Normal’s food service.
Three weeks earlier students “led by a faculty member, walked out
of the dining room in protest against the food that they had been
served.” Thomas reported that the men had “complained about
their meals from the beginning of the year.” They believed that
Gray and his wife were swindling them out of the thirty dollars a
month that the War Department allotted them to cover their room
and board.
Gray had refused to listen to the men’s protests. Instead, he
compelled four of those who complained about the cafeteria to
move off campus. Thomas judged Gray’s administration woefully
inept in dealing with the students’ legitimate concerns. “Numerous
attempts,” Thomas continued, “have been made by the men to talk
with the President concerning the difficulties that have arisen with
the administration, but the President has not found time to go into
the matter.” When Gray did finally meet with the students “it appears that the president heard one side of the case only, that of his
wife.“25
When confronted with the trainees’ charges, the president “admit[ted] the facts stated herein,” Thomas wrote. “He says he is doing his utmost to make the program run smoothly.” In his own
defense, Gray claimed that the men had caused problems. He
stated that 36 of them owed the school for their food and lodging.
23. Prentice Thomas to Walter White, December 7, 1942, NAACP Papers, Roll 12,
101.
24. Ibid.
25. Ibid.
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Moreover, some of the men’s conduct “was not altogether wholesome.” They had “got[ten] drunk and [thrown] empty whiskey bottles out of the dormitory windows.“26
Although Thomas’report corroborated Hurston’s indictment
of Gray, he recommended patience. Gray should be given time to
work through the difficulties. There were hopeful signs. “The laboratory equipment and the instructors for the program,” Thomas
concluded, “are excellent.” Given better leadership, the training
depot could still succeed. “In spite of all the facts stated,” Thomas
declared, “the program should go smoothly if the President, himself, makes the first move.“27
Walter White acted immediately on the Thomas memorandum. He sent a copy of it to Judge William H. Hastie, Civilian Aide
to the Secretary of War. On December 8, 1942, Hastie dispatched a
terse letter to Florida Normal. In two paragraphs, he put Gray on
notice that the War Department was aware of the irregularities at
the Signal Corps Training Depot. Hastie observed:
I am taking the liberty of writing you informally with reference to complaints of Signal Corps trainees at your school
which have come to my attention. It appears that the complaints are based upon the food which the men receive
and the crowding in dormitories where it is alleged that in
some instances four men are placed in a single small room.
The men also seem to feel that you have not personally interested yourself in possible improvements of the situation.28
Hastie left little room to doubt that he considered Gray responsible
for correcting the problems. “I, personally,” Hastie wrote, “have no
knowledge of the circumstances and am bringing the matter to
your attention with the hope that whatever the difficulties may be,
you will be able to make an adjustment that will be equitable for all
29
persons concerned. “ A week later Hastie sent a note to Walter
White with a copy of his “informal” letter to William Gray. Hastie
told White that he wanted to give Gray a chance to correct the situ26. Ibid.
27. Ibid.
28. William Hastie to William Gray, December 8, 1942, NAACP Papers, Roll 12, 100.
29. Ibid.
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ation “before making an official issue of the Florida Normal Signal
Corps Training matter.“30
Hurston did not remain in St. Augustine long enough to observe Gray’s efforts to reform, but the president had clearly gotten
the message. He took immediate steps to improve conditions at the
school. First, the food service was reorganized. Mrs. Gray resigned
as director of the cafeteria. Gray named Sedalia M. Gaines as head
of Florida Normal’s food service operation. Three new faculty
members were added to the Signal Corps Depot teaching staff. On
the administrative side, Thelma Starks, who held a B.S. degree
from Florida A. & M., was named secretary for the Signal Corps Depot.31
In the ensuing 18 months, Gray continued his efforts to improve Florida Normal. On July 1, 1944, the Pittsburgh Courier published an article summarizing his accomplishments. The Courier’s
reporter praised Gray for placing the “college in the forefront in
war training activities. The Regional Signal Corps Training Center
for the Fourth Service Command, established on the campus during 1942-1943, brought the institution nation-wide attention. Figures recently released have revealed that over 500 men enrolled in
this program and received over $500,000 from the government.“32
In addition to the Signal Corps program, Gray succeeded in obtaining $700,000 for Florida Normal’s other War Productions programs. “It is considered by many,” the Courier’s staff writer
observed, “to be the largest amount ever spent in a private Negro
college in the United States by the state or Federal Government.“33
In two years Gray had revitalized Florida Normal’s programs.
He told the Courier that he had raised $76,000 dollars for “rehabilitating the college plant. Renovation and repairs ranged from reroofing the teachers’ college to installing heating plants in five major buildings.” There were no more complaints about a shortage of
hot water. Perhaps most noteworthy, Gray managed to pay off Florida Normal’s debts. The Courier’s reporter concluded:
30. William Hastie to Walter White, December 15, 1942, NAACP Papers, Roll 12,
99.
31. The Florida Normal and Industrial Institute Bulletin, Catalogue Supplement Number, Announcements for the year 1943-44, 10-11, Historical Archive, Library,
Florida Memorial College.
32. “Florida Normal Makes Big Strides Under President W. H. Gray, Jr.” Pittsburgh
Courier, July 1, 1944, 15.
33. Ibid.
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The academic administration has been similarly effective,
as evidenced in the fact that the college has expanded its
offerings with an approved four-year college program that
has been rated “A” as a junior college by Southern Association of Colleges and Secondary Schools and has also
added outstanding terminal courses in commercial education, shoe repairing and beauty culture.34
Three days later the Courier announced that William Gray, Jr.,
had accepted the presidency of Florida A. & M.35 It further declared that the man who had placed Florida Normal in the forefront of black higher education would be missed.36
While Gray moved upward in his profession, Hurston continued to cause controversy. While he never responded publicly to
Hurston’s searing indictment of his administration, he quite likely
took pleasure in the firestorm of criticism Hurston provoked six
weeks after she left St. Augustine. In early February, 1943, she was
reported in the New York World Telegram to have issued a number of
pro-Jim Crow statements in an interview with Douglas Gilbert.
Three weeks later Hurston wrote a letter to the Pittsburgh Courier in
which she “rankly [sic] denied” any such sentiments. Gilbert reported that Hurston had told him that she believed that the ‘Negro’s lot is much better in the South than it is in the North. . . .
There is, of course, segregation and no social intermingling. I can’t
go into certain white night clubs or dine in first-class hotels. But for
everything put up in the South for white people there is the equivalent for the African American. In other words, the Jim Crow
works.“37
Hurston denied saying this. She told the Courier’s editors that
Gilbert had misrepresented her position and that the status of African Americans in the South was complex. She explained, that

34. Ibid.
35. “Gray Takes Over Florida A. & M. in 60 Days”, Pittsburgh Courier, July 4, 1944.
36. William Gray, Jr.’s son, William Gray III continues the Gray family commitment
to black education. He chose not to seek reelection as U.S. Congressman in
Pennsylvania in order to lead the United Negro College Fund.
37. “Zora Neale Hurston Denies Okaying Dixie Race Pattern: Noted Author and
Anthropologist Claims She was Misquoted in Widely-Printed Interview with New
York Reporter,” Pittsburgh Courier, February 27, 1943, 12.
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insofar, as the Negroes belonged to their neighborhood,
the whites pointed with pride to their possessions; that
they treated a Negro doctor, lawyer, teacher, and so forth,
very differently from the way they treated the masses. This
is a proven fact, obvious to anyone who visits a Southern
city. This wealthy class of Negroes does not migrate North,
because he [sic] is well established where he is, and is
more or less satisfied with himself. It is the have-riots who
regularly move north to seek a better living.38
Finally, Hurston acknowledged that she had said some things in the
New York interview that might be interpreted as pro-Japanese. She
declared that she considered it a matter of fact that many of the
“darker peoples on earth, had a certain admiration for the Japanese.“39
Hurston’s attempt to distance herself from the New York interview failed. Her sympathetic appraisal of the Japanese angered
many. Others condemned her remarks about Jim Crow. The day after Hurston’s unsuccessful attempt at damage control, Roy Wilkins
issued an ultimatum. Hurston must decide whether to stand with
the leaders of the black community or accept the consequences.
Wilkins wrote, “Now is not the time for Negro writers like Zora
Neale Hurston to come out with publicity wisecracks about the
South being better for the Negro than the North. . . . The race is
fighting a battle that may determine its status for the next fifty
years. Those who are not for us, are against us.“40
Hurston refused to ameliorate her comments. During the next
eighteen months she published a stream of essays in which she criticized black leaders, identified what she described as the Negro’s
habit of self-pity, and continued to disparage the quality of historically black colleges and universities. Her criticism of African American leaders appeared in May 1943, in an article in the American
Mercury entitled “The ‘Pet Negro’System”. In this essay Hurston
took on the mock solemnity of a black minister reading to the congregation from the Book of Dixie. The “pet Negro” system was pervasive to the South. “Is it a good thing or a bad thing? I am not
defending the system, beloved, but trying to explain it. The low
38. Ibid.
39. Ibid.
40. Quoted in Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston, 289.
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down fact is that it weaves a kind of basic fabric that tends to stabilize relations and prevent hasty explosions.“41 In fact, Hurston
thought many blacks actively supported this system. “The Negro
crusaders” and the “white advocates” cannot talk about this. The
greatest danger in this system is that the “false representation” by
the “pet Negroes” grows more and more entrenched.
Significantly, Hurston singled out Dr. James E. Sheppard, President of North Carolina State College for Negroes as an example of
the dangers in this system. Men like Sheppard and, by extension,
William Gray do serious damage to the black community. “A case in
point,” Hurston explained:
is Dr. James E. Sheppard, President of North Carolina
State College for Negroes. He has a degree in pharmacy,
and no other. For he ran a one horse, religious school of
his own at Durham, North Carolina. But he has always
been in politics and has some good friends in power at Raleigh. So the funds of the State College for Negroes were
turned over to him, and his little church school became
the Negro college so far as the State is concerned. A fine
set of new buildings has been erected. With a host of Negro men highly trained as educators within the State, not
to mention others who could be brought in, a pharmacist
heads up higher education for Negroes in North Carolina.
North Carolina can’t grasp why Negroes aren’t perfectly
happy and grateful.42
Hurston charged that “in every community there is some Negro
strong man or woman whose word is going to go.” Those who
wanted to get things done must recognize the reality of “this inside
picture of things.“43
Six months later Hurston weighed in with her criticism of what
she judged the all-too-pervasive habit of self-pity among black leaders. In a short “clinical note,” Hurston described a handful of “Negroes without Self-Pity.” Hurston’s remarks were occasioned by a
meeting of the Florida Negro Defense Community. “I may be
41. Zora Neale Hurston, “The ‘Pet Negro’System,” American Mercury, May, 1943,
598.
42. Ibid.
43. Ibid, 599.
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wrong,” Hurston observed, “but it seems to me that what happened
at a Negro meeting in Florida the other day is important— important not only for Negroes and not only for Florida. I think that it
strikes a new, wholesome note in the blackman’s relation to his native America.“44
Hurston approvingly quoted C. D. Rogers, President of the
Central Life Insurance Company, who declared to a black audience:
It is time that we Negroes learn that you can’t get something for nothing. Negroes, merely by being Negroes, are
not exempted from the natural laws of existence. If we expect to be treated as citizens, and considered in community affairs, we must come forward as citizens and shoulder
our part of the burden.45
A second speaker identified the “growing tension” between whites
and blacks. Whose fault was this? Hurston agreed with J. Leonard
Lewis, a black attorney, who stated that “upper-class Negro[es]
must take responsibility for these disturbances.“46 Hurston concluded that the Tampa speakers had not said anything “world-shaking.” Nevertheless, “something profound” had happened. These
speeches offered a hopeful sign, Hurston declared, that “at least a
hundred years of indoctrination of the Negro that he is an object
of pity” were at an end. Hurston thought this “was a sign and symbol of something in the offing.“47
She saved her strongest criticisms for an essay that appeared in
1945 in the American Mercury. Her subject was what “some folks with
their mouths full of flattery call normal schools, colleges, and even
universities.” Hurston called them “Begging Joints.” Her complaint
was that “I see some things that look too much like 1875 in the lap
of 1944, and they worry me.“48
Chief among her charges was that “the ‘puhfessahs,’principals, presidents and potentates who run these institutions” were
44. Zora Neale Hurston, “Negroes Without Self-Pity,” American Mercury, November,
1943, 601.
45. Ibid.
46. Ibid.
47. Ibid.
48. Zora Neale Hurston, “The Rise of the Begging Joints,” American Mercury, March,
1945, 288.
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perpetuating a “double standard in education.“ Young black men
and women were receiving inferior educations. Instead of raising
African American educational standards, “the Begging Joints are
still doing nothing but trying to put exclamation points behind
what was considered good way back in 1880 when the majority of
white people thought all Negroes were something less than human.”50
Hurston considered men like Sheppard in North Carolina and
William Gray at Florida Normal representative of the class of “potentates” who ran the “Begging Joints.” The young men who were
the trainees at the Signal Corps Training Depot in St. Augustine deserved more than this. Hurston had told Walter White that the “Negro men here, [are] approaching the level of genius.” What
angered Hurston was her conviction that Gray’s treatment of these
men “mocked” the race. “I have made it my business to talk with
the patrons,” Hurston wrote, “of the Chitterling Switch kind of
school in the last three years, and I have been astonished at the
number of persons giving money to a school without even inquiring into its curriculum or looking into the training of the faculty.“51
Hurston believed the “Begging Joints” had lived out their history.
In 1944, they were “unburied corpses.” The time had come to
“bury the carcasses.”
Robert Hemenway characterized Hurston’s work during this
period as speaking in two different voices. To the predominantly
white audiences of publications like the American Mercury, she
“tried to hit a straight lick with a crooked stick, masking her feelings in irony.” It was, Hemenway contends, “only when addressing
a predominantly black audience [that] she [felt] the freedom to
express the private self.“52 Certainly, Hurston possessed a finely
tuned ability to tailor her words to the audience she was addressing. Hemenway has, however, overstated the case for Hurston’s tailoring her remarks to the American Mercury’s predominantly white
audience.
There is an underlying theme that runs through Hurston’s
work. She refused to tolerate a double standard for blacks and
whites. Her critics were mistaken when they accused her of sympa49.
50.
51.
52.

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Hemenway, Zora Neale Hurston, 288.
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thizing with Jim Crow. Hurston was consistent with her opposition
to any difference in standards for whites and blacks. What drove
Hurston in these years was not so much a clear vision or a program
but rather a sense of the contradictions in those around her. She
asked inconvenient questions. She commented on her contemporaries’inconsistencies.
Hurston opposed Jim Crowism. She shared Walter White’s anger over the Air Corps Tuskegee training program. White opposed
the Tuskegee program because it further entrenched segregation
in the armed services. Hurston objected to Tuskegee because she
feared it would be a second rate facility. African Americans would
not be given a chance to demonstrate their merit. The Signal
Corps Program at Florida Normal, however, was an opportunity for
blacks to distinguish themselves. When she saw first hand that “Negroes have been bitched again,” she refused to keep silent. William
Gray, Jr.‘s actions were symptomatic of the ‘Pet Negro’ system.
The Signal Corps dispute offers a valuable insight into Hurston’s temperament. She did not waste words on criticizing the War
Department for its racist outlook. That was a given. Rather she directed her charges against William Gray, Jr., whom Hurston considered guilty of squandering an opportunity. Hurston was committed
to the notion of each individual’s advancement on the basis of
merit. She was not a liberal or an integrationist. What she witnessed
at Florida Normal shattered her dream. She attacked her opponents with vigor and determination.
The period between 1942 and 1945 marked a transition in
Hurston’s life. Eight years earlier she had launched her career as a
novelist and folklorist. In 1942, she had every reason to believe that
her career would continue to flourish. During the next eight years,
however, she produced only a single novel and found herself increasingly isolated. Hurston had severe things to say about her contemporaries and her own race. In 1942, she succeeded in
humbling William Gray, Jr. He, however, learned from his mistakes
and advanced to become President of Florida A. & M. Hurston was
not as fortunate. The serious charges that she made against wellknown black leaders and black colleges angered many of her contemporaries. Roy Wilkin’s ultimatum proved prophetic. Hurston
found herself increasingly isolated from the mainstream of the
black intellectual community after this episode.
Hurston did not forget the St. Augustine dispute nor her contempt for men like Shepherd and Gray. Sixteen years later she was
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living in Fort Pierce. In February 1958, Hurston took a substitute
teaching job at the Lincoln Academy. She hoped that the job would
become a permanent one. Inevitably troubles arose. The school’s
principal fired her.53 Hurston described her experiences at the Fort
Pierce school in a letter to M. Mitchel Ferguson, Coordinator of
the Florida Department of Education. After all the years, Hurston
was still bitter about men like Shepherd and Gray. The local principal was the latest edition of the “puhfessahs, principals, presidents
and potentates” she had encountered throughout her life. She told
Ferguson that little men like this could not tolerate a woman of her
stature. She went on to say that:
My name as an author is too big to be tolerated, lest it
gather to itself the “glory” of the school here. I have met
that before. But perhaps it is natural. The mediocre have
no importance except through appointment. They feel invaded and defeated by the presence of creative folk among
them. As Gray who first was president at Florida Normal,
then by some freak of fate at FA&AMU, told me after he
begged me to teach English at St. Augustine. The third day
of my stay there, THE ST AUGUSTINE RECORD found
out I was there and sent reporter[sic] with camera. Gray
rushed out on the grounds where I was about to be photographed and objected that he was the president, and if any
pictures were taken, they should be of himself as president. Later he told me angrily, “you have no business
among us little folks. You are too big.“54

53. See Gordon Patterson, “Zora Neale Hurston in Ft. Pierce: A Lost Chapter
Found,” Journal of Florida Literature, 1993 (V).
54. Hurston to M. Mitchell Ferguson, Coordinator, State Department of Education
in Tallahassee, Florida March 7, 1958, Special Collections, University of Florida.
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